Use of the polymerase chain reaction for detecting Trypanosoma cruzi in triatomine vectors.
Determination of the rate of Trypanosoma cruzi infection in its triatomine vectors is an element in control programmes directed at reducing transmission of the organism to humans. Traditionally, T. cruzi has been detected in these insects by microscopical examination of intestinal contents or excreta. The sensitivity of this laborious process has not been defined because of the lack of a bench-mark method against which microscopical examination could be compared. The purpose of this study was to compare the sensitivity of a polymerase chain reaction (PCR) assay with that of microscopical examination for detecting T. cruzi in Triatoma infestans nymphs that had fed on patients with chronic Chagas disease. To this end, we analysed 54 pairs of samples, each containing 2 groups of 10 insects, obtained by feedings on 19 patients with chronic T. cruzi infection, 17 of whom were fed upon 3 times. One group of insects in each pair was analysed by PCR and the other by microscopical examination of excreta. Overall, the PCR assay gave positive results in 32 of 54 groups of insects examined (59%), whereas only 7 of 54 groups (13%) were positive by microscopical examination (P = 0.038). These results demonstrate that the PCR assay is significantly more sensitive for the detection of T. cruzi in triatomine vectors than is microscopical examination, and suggest that the PCR assay could be a useful tool in epizootiological studies.